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To help the church schools and put a stop to the farce of
uninvestigated necessity, the unionist government of 1891
obtained parliament's consent to a fee grant of 10s. per head.
This led to a widespread abolition of fees; but in places where
they had previously amounted to more than 10s., they con-
tinued to be collected, until the extension of rate-aid even to
church schools since 1902 made possible their gradual aboli-
tion. Not till 1918 had all public elementary education to be
free.
Free education had never been recommended by any royal
commission or any previous act of parliament. It was adopted
in some localities as a matter of radical principle. But for the
country as a whole its adoption was little more than a matter
of administrative expediency: there was no authority that
could be trusted to decide which parents could and which
could not be expected to contribute towards the cost of their
children's elementary education.
Between 1872 and 1902, denominational schools were
rapidly overtaken by board schools. The newcomers took over
many old British schools. But the key to their success was
their ability to build schools on borrowed money and maintain
them out of compulsory rates, while their competitors had to
rely on voluntary subscriptions both for capital outlay and for
maintenance. As new districts were developed, it was the
board schools that were first on the scene. And where parents
had a choice, it was the board school that was the more effi-
cient. In thirty years > the board schools increased the number
of their pupils till they almost reached the church-school level.
But out of rates they raised twice as much as the church
schools raised by voluntary subscriptions. They forced up
the cost of elementary education from 25s. to £2 10s. a head.
The more local money they spent, the more government grants
they managed to earn.
After several hand-to-mouth expedients for helping the
poorer schools, Arthur Balfour, the unionist ^prime minister
himself, put his great education act through parliament in
1902. Henceforward the voluntary schools were to be main-

